Gender-specific intervention (GSI) with at-risk adolescent girls (ARAGs) is highly prevalent in Israel and elsewhere; professionals commonly consider GSI to be beneficial for ARAGs. However, despite the popularity of such programmes, there is little empirical support for their effectiveness and almost no critical examination of their theoretical rationale. The aim of this qualitative, naturalistic study was to explore how experienced professionals in this domain perceive the value and rationale of GSI with ARAGs, based on in-depth, semistructured interviews with 15 female Israeli professionals. All of the interviewees claimed that overall, GSI is the "right" or most effective way to work with ARAGs. The discussion reviews the empirical support for participants' assumptions regarding the value of GSI for ARAGs and critically considers the potential drawbacks of GSI with ARAGs.
| INTRODUCTION
At-risk adolescents are a target group of various intervention programmes, aiming to both help them and protect society from the negative consequences of their nonnormative and delinquent behaviours. Up to the 1990s, most of these programmes were directed at the general population of at-risk adolescents, with no distinction made between girls and boys (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006) . In the past three decades, there was a noticeable shift towards genderspecific intervention (GSI; also termed "gender-responsive" or "gender-sensitive" intervention), mostly directed at girls and adapted to their unique needs (Foley, 2008; Goodkind, 2005) . Thus, GSI is suggested as an alternative to "gender-neutral" intervention (GNI), critiqued to be designed mostly with male needs and characteristics in mind (Falb et al., 2016; Guthrie & Flinchbaugh, 2001; Javdani & Allen, 2016) .
GSI, whose roots are often attributed to the early feminist movement (Chesney-Lind, 1998; Covington & Bloom, 2003; Flavin, 2001) , has been applied mostly to at-risk and delinquent girls (e.g., Foley, 2008; Javdani & Allen, 2016) . Numerous GSI programmes for at-risk adolescent girls (ARAGs) were developed within community treatment, counselling centres, cultural enhancement projects, transitional housing, public education, emergency shelters, and criminal justice and correctional programmes. The girls who attend these programmes struggle with problems such as unstable or unsafe living situations, substance abuse, delinquency, and lack of healthy support networks (e.g., Goodkind, 2013; Nachshon-Glik, Shevi, Gorbatov, & Simchon, 2012; Krumer-Nevo & Komem, 2015) . A review of the literature reveals three main rationales proposed for GSI with adolescent girls; the first two are theoretical and relate to adolescent girls in general, whereas the third is empirically based and refers specifically to ARAGs.
The first notion supporting GSI is that the psychological development of girls is different than that of boys. Although traditional developmental psychology was based on a separation/individuation model (Bloom & Covington, 1998) , later theories, developed mainly by feminist psychologists, have suggested that males and females construct their sense of self in distinct ways, as a result of early relationships and gender socialization. Miller (1976) and Chodorow (1978) argued that girls strive for social connection over separation, mostly viewing themselves "in relation to the world," whereas males tend to view themselves as "distinct from the world." Gilligan (1982) expanded on these notions and suggested gender differences in moral development. These theories suggest that although relationships are important for everyone, the focus on social connections is particularly important for girls.
A second theoretical rationale for GSI is based on the notion that female-only intervention (FOI) processes are safer for women and girls than GNIs are (Covington, 2002; Goodkind, 2013; Sharpe, 2016) .
Patriarchal oppression and the socialization of girls to care for others, often at their own expense, place girls at a heightened risk for exploitation by males (Falb et al., 2016; Turner, Norman, & Zunz, 1995) .
Hence, FOI can prevent females' exploitation by males and, in addition, provide girls with a supportive environment within which they can share and reflect on their experiences of oppression by males, away from male silencing behaviour and the male gaze (Center, 1992; Foley, 2008; Sharpe, 2016) .
A third rationale provided for GSI pertains specifically to ARAGs, which were suggested to differ from at-risk adolescent boys on rates and types of risk factors, ways of coping, and pathways to crime (e.g., Belknap & Holsinger, 2006; Feld, 2009; Gwadz, Nish, Leonard, & Strauss, 2007; Walker, Bishop, Nurius, & Logan-Greene, 2016 ). For example, delinquent and homeless girls were found to experience domestic (especially sexual) violence at significantly higher rates than delinquent and homeless boys (Cauce, Stewart, Whitbeck, Paradise, & Hoyt, 2005; Gwadz et al., 2007) . Furthermore, ARAGs tend to experience emotional and internalized problems in reaction to distress, whereas boys experience more conduct and externalized problems (Fontanella, Harrington, & Zuravin, 2001; Hubbard & Matthews, 2008; Maschi, Morgen, Bradley, & Hatcher, 2008) .
Despite the popularity of GSI and the rationale provided for these interventions, there is surprisingly little empirical support for their effectiveness, compared with GNI (e.g., Foley, 2008; Zahn, Day, Mihalic, & Tichavsky, 2009 ). Indeed, a few studies on the effectiveness of GSI with ARAGs suggest that in most cases, traditional GNI is equally effective as GSI, for both girls and boys (e.g., Dunstan, Paxton, & McLean, 2016; Fagan & Catalano, 2013; Hipwell & Loeber, 2006; Leve & Chamberlain, 2005) . These findings raise questions as to the relevance and validity of the three justifications provided for GSI and concerns regarding their applicability to various populations of ARAGs across time, place, and situational context. This study aims to reconsider the rational and value of GSI with ARAGs in the Israeli context. GSI has been the dominant intervention with ARAGs in Israel in the last decades (Kahan-Strawczynski & Yurovich, 2005 ). Yet, no substantial critical discussions were conducted regarding GSI's suitability to AGARs nor has research elucidated its effectiveness.
Practitioners possess highly relevant knowledge on matters of practice (Partridge, Edwards, & Thorpe, 2010) . Thus, we set out to learn about the perceptions of Israeli professionals experienced in GSI with ARAGs regarding the value of this form of intervention for this specific population and the rationale that justifies it. Additionally, we sought to reveal how practitioners ground their perceptions of GSI in relations to both their practical experience and the theoretical and empirical literature in this domain.
| METHOD
The study was conducted within a naturalistic qualitative paradigm assuming that realities are multiple, constructed, and holistic and that knowledge is value-bound and time-and context-specific (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) . All three authors are social workers by profession, maintain a feminist stance to practice, and have practice and research experience with ARAGs. Ongoing reflective discussions among the researchers were conducted in an effort to bracket the researchers' own views and reflect an understanding of participants' views of the subject.
| Participants
The study population consisted of female professionals who had 2 to 15 years (mean = 8 years) of practice experience in GSI with ARAGs. Eight participants had practice experience with at-risk boys as well.
| Data collection
The second author conducted in-depth, semistructured interviews, loosely guided by an interview protocol. The interview protocol cov- 
| Data analysis
The data analysis was carried out by the second author under the close supervision of the third author and consisted of three coding stages (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) . First, open coding was used to identify themes and concepts. Then, a process of axial coding was used to group themes and concepts into 22 key categories. Finally, the data were organized into broader analytic and thematic categories through selective coding. Throughout the study, particularly during the stages of analysis and writing, the authors took care to maintain the quality standards of naturalistic qualitative research (as per Lincoln & Guba, 1985) . Credibility was fostered by creating a relaxed atmosphere during the interviews to encourage participants to express themselves openly and freely, by ensuring accurate and complete translation of the interviews, and by subjecting the interview transcripts to systematic analysis while preserving the interviewees' point of view.
The confirmability of the findings was facilitated by vigilance against undue influences of the researchers' personal views and through critical reflective discussion among the researchers. Providing the readers a detailed description of the methods and context of the study supports both the dependability and the transferability of its findings.
| Ethical considerations
The Internal Review Board of Tel Aviv University's School of Social Work approved the study. Participation in this study was voluntary, and participants were informed that they were free to refuse discussion of particular topics or to end their interview at any time.
Confidentiality was maintained by using pseudonyms and changing identifying information. Participants were offered a copy of their transcribed interview and a copy of the final research report.
| FINDINGS
All of the interviewees claimed that overall, GSI is beneficial for ARAGs and is the "right" or most effective way to work with them.
Furthermore, most participants considered gender to be the most influential factor in the girls' situation, more so than factors such as religion and ethnic origin. Overall, the participants provided a similar rationale for GSI and took for granted the necessity of such programmes.
The participants grounded the rationale for GSI primarily in their varied professional experience of working with ARAGs. Some, mostly those who were involved in developing or coordinating programmes, supported their reasoning for GSI by referring also to theoretical and empirical literature written by feminist scholars such as Carol Gilligan, Nancy Chodorow, and Jean Miller. Additionally, many of the participants drew on their own experiences of being females in a patriarchal society. Participants proposed two main justifications to describe and support the advantages of GSI for ARAGs: (a) female oppression and (b) gender differences in personality traits and interests.
| Female oppression as grounds for GSI
Throughout all the interviews, participants described the Israeli society as patriarchal and oppressive towards females in general and towards the vulnerable and marginalized ARAG in particular. Although interviewees saw women as being "in an inferior position," ARAGs were described as located on "the margin of the margins," due to factors such as a low socio-economic status, traumatic backgrounds, a difficult domestic situation, or sociocultural marginalization. Such factors were suggested to exacerbate oppression and enhance the need for intervention through a non-oppressive environment. Notably, almost all interviewees claimed that the presence of males interferes with-and at times prevents-the establishment of an empowering, adequate intervention with ARAG.
| Challenging female disempowerment
Participants pointed to a number of mechanisms continuously used by males to disempower females in general and ARAGs in particularthus, more likely to be present in a GNI-such as silencing, control, economic sidelining, and objectification. As Ayelet noted, "It is a problem to empower women where men are present." Chen further explained, "Whenever girls and boys or men and women are together, most of the girls or the women will make themselves "smaller" or "quieter"; I think they get lost in these situations. They really, really lose their voice". Other participants also noted that when males were present, the girls tended to change their behaviour in ways that corresponded to gender stereotypes, as illustrated by Moran, "When boys are around, [girls] will eat half [of what they would otherwise] and they will be very conscious of what they put on the plate." Several participants specifically noted the common sexual objectification of ARAGs by males, who tend to call them whores and sluts if they are deemed "too sexual" and prudes if they are not "sexy enough."
Participants suggested that women's unique experience of being financially oppressed in a patriarchal society calls for GSI. ARAGs were seen as suffering from a greater economic disadvantage than their male counterparts and often being discouraged from seeking financial independence. Miri suggested that "You do not have to encourage
[boys] to find work or to study. For girls, [financial independence] is not a foregone conclusion. We need to talk to them about this, so that they will be independent." Inbar added that in this respect, female staff persons provide girls with positive female role models, and this exposure to female staffers at intervention programmes "allows them to see other things, that if I'm a girl it doesn't mean that the only thing I can accomplish in life is to catch myself a good partner. I can also be an academic." They experienced more and more negative interactions with boys. Their definitions of love, health, sexuality, the relationship between a couple and all that is involved in that are so warped that it is unbelievable. I think that the main problem is their lack of boundaries.
Miri noted that ARAGs "want so much to feel loved" because they likely did not receive adequate affection at home "that they are prepared to do anything so that someone will love them." Other participants described the danger of "unhealthy situations," as "boys taking advantage of the girls." Chen even suggested that the behaviour of girls who were abused "automatically goes to those places. It is kind of a cycle that they are not able to stop."
The prevalence of sexual assault of ARAGs by males was another dominant theme. For example, Sara stated that ARAGs tend to find themselves in "very difficult and dangerous situations, and some of these dangerous situations are tied to sex and to boys." Sexual victimization was associated with the patriarchal social structure; as Inbar explained, "Women and girls get abused because they are ranked low in the power structure. Sexual abuse is made possible in a society that is controlled by males."
According to the interviewees, sexual abuse and exploitation were very common in the lives of the girls they work with. One participant, for instance, estimated that 90% of the girls in her all-female group have experienced sexual assault. The high prevalence of sexual assault of ARAGs was seen as necessitating the provision of a safe, abuse-free, and therapeutically supportive intervention to facilitate their healing. Moreover, the mere presence of males was suggested to thwart the establishment of an abuse-free environment for girls, as reflected in Sara's statement, "[The program] can't be with guys! I'm thinking about it and it can't be! Most or all of our girls were sexually abused, by men or by boys, so it wouldn't be a safe place." Notably, many of the participants suggested that the prevalence of sexual assault among ARAGs necessitates access to a therapeutic milieu that enables them to share and process their abusive experiences in a safe and supportive environment-defined as an all-female setting. Dana said, "It's more therapeutic for them to have a space without males; it calms them, it shuts down this area that is problematic for them-which is their relationships with men." The exclusion of males in therapy groups was further justified by Chen, "If you are going to sit in a group with boys, you're probably not going to talk about your sexual abuse, things that you have undergone, your rape.
These are things that are so intimate."
Although not all said so directly, most participants implied that the inclusion of male staff members is problematic as well. A few participants seemed to struggle with the generalized notion of males as potential abusers. For example, Meital shared her dilemma, "Not every male is abusive. I want to believe that most men who work with girls are not men that hurt [them] ; but it is clear that if I have a mixed [gender] group, there is potential for assault."
Only two participants offered an alternative view in this regard, mentioning the potential benefits for ARAGs of having a supportive and sensitive conversation with a male therapist; yet even those participants strongly underscored the need for GSI for this population.
Related to this tendency to consider a male presence as counterproductive or even inhibitive of positive therapeutic outcomes was the common assumption among most of the interviewees that those who had abused the girls were males, as reflected in Chen's comment, "It makes it almost impossible to try to help [ARAGs] when boys are in the picture-the same ones who have in some way hurt them." Only a few of the participants mentioned that females may also be abusive towards other females. Yet even when mentioned, the impact of female-perpetrated abuse was minimized, and the abusive behaviour was explained as a derivation of male patriarchal oppression.
| Gender differences in personality traits and interests as grounds for GSI
Most participants suggested a second explanatory framework to support the need for GSI with ARAGs, namely, girls' unique personality traits and interests call for particular intervention styles and methods.
As Meital suggested, "The same materials do not fit. I have to fit the language and the examples. I need to tailor these to the language of girls and to the language of boys."
Participants described three main differences between girls and boys, related to coping with stress, the value of connection, and gendered interests. These gender differences were attributed mostly to socialization. Addressing the needs of ARAGs-participants claimednecessitates tailoring the programme to girls' unique characteristics, which can best be accomplished within a FOI.
| Coping with stress
Many participants saw girls as having a greater tendency to internalize their stress than boys do. As Chen stated, "Girls and boys display their distress differently. Obviously, the methods used to correct these issues […] should be very, very different." Girls were suggested to manifest self-harm, self-esteem problems, eating disorders, and other issues stemming from internalizing stress, whereas boys "turn more to crime; they steal, hurt other people, they're violent" (Maayan).
These differences were seen as requiring more flexible intervention boundaries in working with girls than with boys:
It is very easy to place boundaries on a boy that yells and A few participants cautioned that because girls internalize their stress, it often goes by unnoticed; hence, they may get "lost in the system."
As Dana noted, "If you create a place only for girls then you can listen and you can see better what goes on with the problems of girls."
| The value of connection
ARAGs were seen as having a feminine need to belong to a social group and connect with others and thus were suggested to benefit more from groupwork and relationship-building activities. Many of the participants, particularly those who have worked with both genders, argued that connection is more fundamental for girls than for boys, and this calls for emphasizing facilitation of connection with peers in programmes for ARAGs. As Maayan stated, "Girls need the connection more. They know better how to be helped by connection.
If they are in distress, they will request help."
| Gendered interests
Several participants proposed that to be relevant and attractive for ARAGs, programmes must offer them specific activities and contents.
For example, one participant noted that "with the boys, we played more soccer and we obviously did not have a makeup workshop, while with the girls we had a makeup workshop" and that girls, more than boys, are interested in discussion topics such as love and relationships.
| Perceived disadvantages of GSI for ARAGs
Although all the participants perceived GSI as highly important and valuable for ARAGs, some of them, when asked, noted that there were some disadvantages to such programmes, mostly related to the lack of a positive connection with males and the creation of a "bubble. Several participants suggested that some ARAGs may benefit from a GNI-particularly those who express a desire to take part in such a programme and, in the words of one participant, if the girl "knows how to protect herself." Other exceptions mentioned were related to LBTQ youth, who may prefer a mixed-gender intervention if it is sensitive and supportive.
| DISCUSSION
The main objective of this study was to learn about the perceptions of Israeli professionals experienced in GSI with ARAGs regarding the value of this form of intervention and the rationale that justifies it.
All of the participants saw FOI as the most suitable form of intervention with ARAGs, for reasons that reflect those found in the literature overall. Although the participants worked in various public and nonprofit organizations, differed in their years of experience in the field, and had practice experience with both gender-specific and gendermixed programmes for youth at risk, their perceptions regarding the value of GSI with ARAGs and its rationale were remarkably similar.
Although the participants do not represent all Israeli professionals who work with ARAGs, the relative homogeneity of their perceptions may indicate a dominant impact of a professional feminist ideologycomposed of radical and cultural feminist notions-on this practice domain. Such an ideological inclination may be based on the professional education in social work programmes and on-the-job socialization (Fuchs, 2009; Herzog, 2005) .
The participants' assertion that GSI is the most fitting model for ARAGs relies on a number of shared central assumptions. The support they provided for these assumptions was based mainly on their personal experiences as women and as professionals, rather than on theoretical and empirical literature. Although valuable, experience-based knowledge may also be misleading and partial. Thus, it is imperative to base professional decisions on a critical analysis that considers also the current state of empirical knowledge (Soydan & Palinkas, 2014) . ARAGs. Participants' suggestion that in GNI girls tend to be oppressed by boys seems to be supported by the available research, whereas the claim regarding personality differences between girls and boys is only partially supported by the available studies. Notably, however, some of the research on these issues was conducted on adult women, and only little of it was directed at ARAGs.
Researchers found that in GNI, males tend to dominate the discussions and frequently interrupt and put down participating females (Hodgins, El-Guebaly, & Addington, 1997; Parker & Rennie, 2002) , whereas, in FOI, more so than in GNI, females tend to participate, report feeling comfortable and confident, and feel supported and understood by their peers when sharing similar experiences (including experiences of sexual victimization) and discussing the influence of patriarchy on their lives (Debebe, 2011; Hodgins et al., 1997; Parker & Rennie, 2002) .
Although no research on the association between the gender composition of the programme and the actual risk of assault for female participants could be traced, several studies on females in GNI reported that they experienced and witnessed sexual harassment and assault by male clients and staff, which increased feelings of vulnerability (Hodgins et al., 1997) . However, Lanctôt, Lemieux, and Mathys (2016) found that girls who have experienced maltreatment may feel vulnerable and unsafe also in a FOI. Furthermore, a national study of juvenile detention centres in the United States found that although females were more likely to be sexually victimized than males within the facilities, 36% of the total sexual victimization incidents were perpetrated by female staff or female adolescents (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006) . This finding suggests that GSI programmes are not necessarily safer for girls and that the exclusion of males does not guarantee the elimination of sexual assault within the programme.
Moreover, participants' support for GSI with ARAGs based on assumed gender differences in personality traits is not backed up by the empirical literature, except for the contention that girls value connection and benefit from it more than boys do. Girls were found to be more prosocial, spend more time in social conversation, be more empathetic, and rely more on social support to cope with stress than boys (Copeland & Hess, 1995; Rose & Rudolph, 2006) . Although research generally finds that girls tend to internalize more and externalize less than boys (Cauce et al., 2005; Hubbard & Matthews, 2008; Kahan-Strawczynski, Konstantinov, & Yurovich, 2006) and that internalization of stress is related to higher levels of depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem (Cauce et al., 2005; Sontag & Graber, 2010) , the literature also shows that a significant percentage of girls display externalizing behaviours and vice versa with boys (Hoffman, Powlishta, & White, 2004) . In addition, juvenile offending risk factors and pathways to delinquency were found to be generally identical for girls and boys (Daigle, Cullen, & Wright, 2007; Moffit, Caspi, Rutter, & Silva, 2001) , and a large proportion of girls in care were found to have needs profiles similar to those of boys (Lanctôt et al., 2016) . In addition, although research has found that females are predominately interested in people-oriented activities, whereas males are more interested in thing-oriented ones, these differences are small (Sharp, Coatsworth, Darling, Cumsille, & Ranieri, 2007) , and much variation exists in interests within the genders (Jackson, 2010) .
| A critical consideration of the potential drawbacks of GSI with ARAGs
As noted above, substantial (though not full) empirical support was found for the rationale participants provided for preferring GSI with ARAGs. Nonetheless, existing research does not support the relative effectiveness of this model over GNI for ARAGs. We suggest that this gap may also be accounted for by several potential drawbacks of GSI with ARAGs, which interfere with achieving intervention goals such as decreased behaviour problems, distress, and delinquency, as well as increased protective factors such as positive self-image, help-seeking behaviour, and social support.
First, the participants, such as other professionals in GSI programmes with ARAGs, assumed that the mere exclusion of boys and male staff from the programme creates a safe, therapeutic environment for the girls (as per Goodkind, 2005; Guthrie & Flinchbaugh, 2001 ). Consequently, the documented abuse and harassment of girls by other girls and female staff (Fitzroy, 2001; Snyder & Sickmund, 2006 ) may go unnoticed. Furthermore, as a couple of participants briefly suggested, in a male-free environment, ARAGs are not exposed to positive male role models and healing relationships with males, and this may limit their ability to develop the necessary skills for managing positive relationships with males in their lives. In addition, some GSI seems to consist mainly on female segregation, with little attention to gender-responsive intervention contents and processes (e.g., Hodge, Holsinger, & Maziarka, 2015; Lanctôt, 2018) .
Second, developmental and radical feminist theories supporting GSI with ARAGs emphasize the shared experience of females in a patriarchal society; thereby, they minimize differences and heterogeneity among females and accentuate differences and conflicts between females and males. Yet as intersectional, postmodern and queer feminist theories posit, a binary view of gender is often inaccurate, may be oppressive, and can perpetuate stereotypes (McPhail, 2004; Sands, 1996) . Accordingly, the failure of GSI to acknowledge gendered heterogeneity may damage the intervention (Odgers et al., 2007; Walker et al., 2016) . Specifically, a group of ARAGs may consist of both heterosexual and LBTQ girls, from various class, cultural, ethnic, and religious groups, who have a variety of needs and experiences related to social locations and opportunities and to relationships and affinities with similarly diverse males. Thus, as portrayed in this study, the GSI model may be essentializing the "female experience," creating a partially false image of identical needs and sisterhood among the "girls" and discounting the experiences of ARAGs who are marginalized and oppressed-by both males and females alike-due to identity categories such as race, ethnicity, religion, and sexual orientation (Crenshaw, 1989; Mehrotra, 2010) .
Moreover, the notion of distinct gender differences in personality (e.g., relational vs. independent) likewise relies on an essentializing view of gender, ignores the complexity of individuals and the impact of cultures, and risks perpetuating gender stereotypes (Jackson, 2010; Sands, 1996) . Therefore, intervention with ARAGs may potentially be more supportive, empowering, and effective if based on a conception that takes into consideration additional identity categories other than sex.
| CONCLUSION
GSI with ARAGs may be practiced as part of a professional and organizational routine. This study suggests that professionals who practice GSI with ARAGs may benefit from a critical re-examination of both the theoretical assumptions and the empirical literature related to the rationale for the model and its effectiveness (Lanctôt et al., 2016 ).
An exploration of the heterogeneity of identities, experiences, and needs of ARAG may lead to revisions in the conceptualization and interventions of female only programmes, to improve both the girls' safety and outcomes (Featherstone, 2006) . In light of the prevalence of abuse in the lives of ARAGs, the (often overlooked) risk of abuse by females in the programme requires particular attention.
This small-scope qualitative study highlights the need for more research on GSI. Rigorous evaluations of the effectiveness of GSI in general, and with specific groups of girls in particular, are needed in Israel, as in other countries. Furthermore, future qualitative studies should aim at understanding the perspectives of girls who participate in GSI and how they perceive the benefits and drawbacks of these interventions. In light of the geographic specificity and limited diversity of the study sample, future research may seek to learn about GSI with ARAGs from professionals involved in their care in other settings and locations.
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